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Abstract: This study adopts Michel Foucault's Panopticon theory as an analytical framework to ex-
plore how the design of classroom spaces and layouts functions as a mechanism of power that pro-
foundly influences student behavior, autonomy, and overall learning experiences. The paper begins
by elucidating the core concepts of the Panopticon theory and its metaphorical operation within
educational institutions, revealing how the traditional "rows of desks" classroom layout, through
centralized surveillance and heightened visibility, compels students to internalize disciplinary prac-
tices — thus producing what Foucault terms "docile bodies". Subsequently, the study examines the
design philosophy underpinning modern flexible learning spaces and its positive impacts on stu-
dent engagement, while critically noting that, in the absence of supportive pedagogical practices,
such flexibility may devolve into a new form of covert discipline. In the digital era, emerging tech-
nologies such as artificial intelligence surveillance have given rise to a "digital panopticon", which
presents novel challenges to student privacy and autonomy. Finally, the study proposes resistance
strategies for both educators and students and delineates the design principles of emancipatory
learning spaces, asserting that genuine educational reform requires not merely physical alterations
but also a deep and sustained critical reflection on the essence of education, the dynamics of power,
and the construction of subjectivity — with the ultimate goal of cultivating students' critical con-
sciousness and autonomy.

Keywords: classroom design; panopticon theory; surveillance; student autonomy; flexible learning;
critical pedagogy

1. Introduction

As the core venue for educational activities, the physical space design of the class-
room is far from neutral. Instead, it profoundly affects the interaction between teachers
and students, learning behavior, and even power relations. Michel Foucault's Panopticon
theory provides a powerful analytical tool for understanding the hidden connection be-
tween this space and power. The theory was originally proposed by British philosopher
Jeremy Bentham to design an efficient prison that aims to encourage the monitored to
discipline themselves through a "visible but unverifiable" surveillance mechanism. Fou-
cault expanded it into a metaphor for the universal disciplinary mechanism of modern
society, believing that it permeates various institutions such as schools, hospitals, and fac-
tories [1].

This study aims to explore in depth how classroom space and layout design embody
or challenge Foucault's panopticon principle, and how this spatial power shapes students'
behavior, autonomy, and learning experience. Foucault's panopticon theory reveals the
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role of space as a "disciplinary technology" [2]. The layout of traditional classrooms, such
as the common form of sitting in rows, seems to be a mere functional arrangement, but in
fact, through physical visibility and fixed positions of teachers and students, it invisibly
reinforces the central position of teachers and the passive role of students. This continuous
"visibility" prompts students to internalize discipline and conduct self-examination, thus
forming a "docile body" [3]. This effect goes beyond a simple understanding of the func-
tionality of classroom layout and places it at the philosophical level of power relations
and subjectivity construction. It emphasizes that even seemingly harmless design choices
may have profound ideological and power implications, deeply shaping students' cogni-
tive, emotional, and behavioral patterns, and constituting a powerful "hidden curriculum”
in education.

2. Foucault's Panopticon Theory and Its Educational Interpretation
2.1. The Origin and Structure of Panopticism

The Panopticon was first proposed by British philosopher Jeremy Bentham in the late
18th century as a prison architectural design. Its core idea is to use a central watchtower
and circularly arranged cells to achieve continuous surveillance of all prisoners: one side
of the cell has an external window for lighting, and the other side faces the watchtower,
so that the prisoners are always in a state of "possible surveillance", thereby internalizing
discipline and self-restraint. Bentham envisioned that this design is not only applicable to
prisons, but can also be extended to institutions such as hospitals, factories and schools to
achieve efficient management.

Foucault transformed this model into a metaphor for the operation of modern power.
He believed that it was not the presence of actual monitoring equipment, but the psycho-
logical effect of "possible surveillance" that made individuals regulate their own behavior
even without direct observation. This theoretical perspective reveals the important role of
traditional spatial layout and teacher's "gaze" in regulating students' behavior [4].

2.2. Power, Discipline and Knowledge: The Essence of Foucault’s View of Power

Foucault broke the traditional view that power is a single repressive force. He be-
lieved that power is a productive force that permeates all levels of society, restricting and
creating reality, knowledge, subjects and behavior patterns. Through disciplinary means
such as spatial organization, time arrangement, physical training and monitoring systems,
power causes individuals to internalize external norms-this is particularly evident in in-
stitutions such as schools, hospitals and the military [5]. Foucault's disciplinary power not
only acts on the mind, but more importantly, it is a direct discipline of the "body" to make
it "useful and docile". This means that in education, the design of classroom layout, sched-
ule and classroom norms not only facilitates teachers' observation and behavior coding,
but also invisibly shapes the image of "good students" that meet the expectations of the
system [6]. This shaping of the body connects classroom design with deeper body politics
and educational goals. It suggests that changing the classroom layout is not just a physical
adjustment, but also a reshaping of students' subjectivity, behavior patterns and learning
habits, which may bring about a positive improvement in autonomy or a new form of
discipline.

At the same time, Foucault emphasized that the possibility of resistance is inherent
in every power relationship, and resistance is an important part of the operation of power.

2.3. The Metaphor and Operation of Panopticon in Educational Institutions

Foucault believed that school is one of the important disciplinary institutions in mod-
ern society, and teachers and students are under constant surveillance. Teachers play the
role of "director” in the panopticon system, supervising students' activities, correcting mis-
takes, and maintaining discipline. Their "authoritative gaze" even has a gender dimension,
affecting the self-evaluation of female students. Students internalize this surveillance and
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adjust their behavior accordingly to meet expected norms. This internalization makes dis-
cipline automatic without the need for constant external intervention.

The panopticon mechanism produces a "normalization” effect through continuous
surveillance and standardized adjudication, which causes individual behavior to be meas-
ured, classified, and judged. In education, this normalization is reflected in the standard-
ized evaluation and expectations of students' grades, behaviors, and postures. Students
are trained to adapt to these "normal" standards, and those who deviate from them are
"corrected" or "marginalized". This process makes discipline a "civilized and less oppres-
sive" form of training, but its underlying purpose is the shaping of individual freedom by
power [7]. This effect reveals the deep purpose of educational discipline: it is not only
about imparting knowledge, but also about producing individuals who meet social ex-
pectations through standardization and classification. This provides a critical perspective
for the subsequent discussion of how flexible space can challenge or possibly strengthen
this "normalization".

3. The Evolution of Classroom Space and Layout Design and Its Power Implications
3.1. The Disciplinary Logic of Traditional Classroom Layout

The traditional classroom layout usually consists of rows of desks facing the podium,
with the teacher sitting in the center in front. This layout was already common in modern
schools in the 19th century. This seemingly simple physical arrangement actually contains
profound disciplinary implications. Students' desks are arranged in a straight line, facing
the central podium, and the teacher is in the center in front. This layout realizes centralized
monitoring, allowing teachers to monitor the entire class at a glance, demonstrating au-
thority and strengthening management; at the same time, the physical isolation between
students reduces horizontal interaction and collusion, making it easier for teachers to "pre-
cisely code" the behavior of each student [8].

In addition, this layout encourages students to maintain a uniform sitting posture
and attention direction, and internalize rules and regulations, thus forming a "docile
body". This disciplinary effect is not only reflected in classroom order, but also has a more
profound impact on students' learning habits and dependence on authority. Traditional
classrooms naturally support a teacher-centered teaching model, making students passive
recipients of knowledge, and pursuing a management logic of "efficiency" and "control",
reflecting education as a "power technology" in the social production process [9].

3.2. Design Concepts and Goals of Modern Flexible Learning Spaces

With the development of modern educational concepts, classroom design is gradu-
ally shifting towards a student-centered approach. Modern flexible learning spaces aim
to meet the needs of diverse teaching activities by adopting movable and reconfigurable
furniture, multifunctional area divisions, sufficient natural lighting, coordinated colors,
and digital technology, and by encouraging students to participate in space design to en-
hance their sense of belonging and ownership [10].

However, research points out that if teachers still strictly stipulate the time and op-
eration methods of the space, this flexibility may only be a superficial phenomenon, the
so-called "pseudo-autonomy", which will make students still passively accept. Simple
physical space changes are unlikely to bring about a real paradigm shift in education. It
must be combined with deep reforms in teaching practice, teacher concepts and school
culture to form a truly liberating and empowering learning environment for students [11].

3.3. The Impact of Spatial Layout on Student Behavior, Learning Engagement, and Autonomy

Classroom spatial layout has a significant impact on students' behavior, learning en-
gagement and autonomy.
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In terms of positive impact, flexible layouts, such as small group tables, U-shaped or
circular seating arrangements, can significantly increase student engagement and pro-
mote collaboration and discussion among students. Providing a variety of seating options
and study areas allows students to adjust their learning environment according to their
needs, which can improve students' comfort, autonomy, learning motivation and self-reg-
ulation. In addition, well-designed spaces can improve students' mood and reduce learn-
ing stress [12].

However, spatial layout can also have potential negative effects . An overly open
spatial layout may lead to increased noise interference, affecting the concentration of some
students. Too many technological devices may also make some students feel over-
whelmed, especially in families with limited economic resources, where students may
lack the corresponding technological literacy [13].

It is worth noting that the success of classroom space layout depends not only on the
physical design itself, but also on the coordination of teaching practices and the profes-
sional development of teachers. For example, the study found that even in open class-
rooms, if teachers lack appropriate training and support, they may return to traditional
teaching methods and fail to fully tap the potential of flexible space. This shows that the
relationship between space, power and autonomy is complex and dynamic, requiring ed-
ucators to continuously reflect critically and adapt.

4. Panopticon in the Digital Age: The Intersection of Technology and Education
4.1. AI Monitoring and "Digital Panopticon”

In the digital age, the use of technology in classrooms has added a new dimension to
panopticism. Artificial intelligence (Al)-driven surveillance systems, such as smart cam-
eras, cloud-based education platforms, and student online activity tracking software, have
rapidly become popular in schools. These technologies have given rise to the concept of
"post-panopticons” or "digital panopticons" [14].

In this new paradigm, surveillance is no longer limited to physical space, but extends
to data tracking, algorithmic control, predictive feedback, and behavioral "normalization".
The traditional "visible but unverifiable" surveillance model is evolving into a "ubiquitous
and often invisible" surveillance state. The behavioral data of students and teachers are
continuously collected and analyzed, increasing individuals' awareness of potential sur-
veillance, which leads to self-censorship and gradually weakens concerns about personal
privacy . For example, online learning platforms can record all students' learning behav-
iors, while Al cameras can analyze students' attention, emotions, and other indicators in
class. These data are used to "shape" and "discipline" students' behavior to make it con-
form to preset "efficiency" and "norms".

4.2. The Risks and Challenges of Technological Discipline

Digital panopticon brings new risks and challenges. The first is the erosion of student
autonomy and privacy . Al monitoring systems may cause students to feel constantly be-
ing observed, thereby inhibiting their spontaneous behavior and creative expression. Sec-
ond, algorithms and data collection may be biased . For example, algorithms may be
trained based on incomplete or biased data, leading to discriminatory monitoring or inac-
curate evaluation of specific student groups (such as ethnic minorities and non-heterosex-
ual students).

In addition, this constant digital surveillance may have a "chilling effect" that makes
students feel uncomfortable and even affects their willingness to express their true
thoughts and feelings online, thereby hindering the development of critical thinking and
self-expression. Studies have also found that when certain areas are closely monitored,
risky behaviors may move to unmonitored areas, such as from classrooms to hallways or
restrooms [15].
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In digital discipline, the role of teachers has also changed. Teachers no longer monitor
students through physical "gaze", but manage and discipline students by interpreting and
using their data on digital platforms. This makes the operation of power more hidden and
automated, and its deep impact on education requires continuous critical scrutiny.

5. Challenge and Resistance: Towards a Liberating Educational Space
5.1. Teachers and Students’ Resistance Strategies

Foucault's power theory points out that there is always the possibility of resistance
in power relations. Resistance is not a reaction to powerlessness, but a core component of
power relations . In the field of education, students and teachers can resist panopticon
discipline through a variety of strategies.

Resistance strategies include non-compliance, disobedience, and the creation of al-
ternative spaces. For example, in online classes where digital surveillance is prevalent,
students’ choice to turn off their cameras is a direct resistance to "permanent visibility"
[16]. Teachers can also develop counter-discourses to resist established disciplines by de-
constructing mainstream discourse and revealing the irrational power operations behind
it [17].

In the classroom space, the teacher's value guidance is a necessary condition for pro-
moting students' active learning and resisting discipline. Teachers can shift power, change
the classroom space structure, and provide educational guidance to enable students to
actively learn. This means that teachers need to consciously create an environment that
encourages autonomy, criticism, and creativity, rather than relying solely on changes in
physical space.

5.2. Design Principles for Liberating Learning Spaces

Moving towards a liberating educational space requires going beyond simple physi-
cal layout transformation and focusing on teaching methods, school culture, and the par-
ticipation of teachers and students. One of the core design principles is to give students
more subjectivity and choice, allowing them to not only enjoy the advantages of furniture
flexibility, but also freely reconfigure the space according to their learning needs, such as
meeting individual differences through a variety of seating options.

In addition, the design should stimulate students' dialogue and critical thinking, and
encourage interactive discussions by adopting circular or U-shaped seating layouts and
setting up special collaboration areas [18]. At the same time, the traditional classroom
should break the single focus and create a multi-center space, so that students can carry
out various learning activities in different areas, thereby improving mobility and auton-
omy. Teachers need to transform from traditional knowledge transmitters to learning
guides and demonstrators, actively demonstrate how to flexibly use space, and support
students to participate in decision-making and jointly shape the learning environment.

6. Conclusion

In short, classroom space and layout are not neutral, but deeply influenced by power
relations. The traditional "rows of sitting" layout and the teacher's central position
strengthen surveillance and self-discipline, with the aim of cultivating "docile and useful"
individuals. This process reflects the pursuit of efficiency and control, and Foucault's pan-
opticon theory provides a powerful tool for analyzing this spatial discipline mechanism.

In the face of these complex power dynamics, educators and designers need to con-
sciously adopt resistance strategies and actively explore and practice the design principles
of liberating learning spaces. This means not only changes in physical space, but more
importantly, a shift in teaching concepts, a reshaping of the role of teachers, and a true
respect for students' subjectivity. Future educational spaces should be committed to cul-
tivating students' critical consciousness, encouraging them to examine and resist power
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relations, and thus creating a learning environment that truly promotes autonomous, col-
laborative, and personalized development. Real educational change needs to go beyond
the innovation of physical forms and involve deep continuous critical reflection on the
nature of education, the operation of power, and the construction of subjectivity.
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